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ADVERTISEMENT 



The following letter was prepared for The 
Philanthropist," an anti-slavery paper, pub- 
lished at Cincinnati, and edited by James G. 

Birney, — a gentleman, highly respected for 
his intellectual and moral endowments. It 

was occasioned by the attempt made in 
that city to suppress the anti-slavery party 
by force. Mr. Birney was driven from Cin- 
cinnati, and the press, at which the Philan- 
thropist was printed, was broken up. A 
particular account of this disgraceful affair 
may be found in the Narrative of the late 
riotous proceedings against the liberty of the 
press at Cincinnati," prepared by Mr. Birney 
and his associates. The following letter, be- 
sides appearing in the Philanthropist, has been 
published as a pamphlet for distribution at the 
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West, and the atithor now submtis it to the 
community here in the same form, with a few 
slight changes, and with some new matter in 
a note. 



Boston, Dec. 20, 1836. 



LETTER. 



Boston, November 1, 1836. 

My Dear Sir, 

I HAVE not the pleasure of knowing you 
personally ; but your history and writings have 
given me an interest in you, which induces 
and encourages me to address you with some- 
thing of the freedom of acquaintance. I feel 
myself attracted to the friends of humanity, 
and freedom, however distant ; and when such 
are exposed by their principles to peril and 
loss, and stand firm in the evil day, I take 
pleasure in expressing to them my sympathy 
and admiration. The first accounts which 
reached me of the violence which drove you 
from Cincinnati inclined me to write to you ; 
but your Narrative of those riotous proceed- 
ings," which I have lately received and read, 
does not permit me to remain longer silent. 
The subject weighs much on my mind. I 
feel that I have a duty to perform in relation 
to it, and I cannot rest till I yield to this con- 
viction, till I obey what seems to me the voice 
of God. I think it best, however, not to con- 
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fine myself to the outrage at Cincinnati, but 
to extend rny remarks to the spirit of violence 
and persecution, which has broken out against 
the Abolitionists through the whole country. 
This, I know, will be more acceptable to you, 
than any expression of sympathy with you as 
an individuaL You look beyond yourself to 
the cause which you have adopted, and to the 
much injured body of men, with whom you 
are associated. 

It is not my purpose to speak of the aboli- 
tionists as abolitionists. They now stand 
before the world in another character, and to 
this I shall give my present attention. Of 
their merits and demerits as abolitionists, I 
have formerly spoken. In my short work on 
Slavery, I have expressed my fervent attach- 
ment to the great end to which they are 
pledged, and at the same time my disapproba- 
tion, to a certain extent, of their spirit and 
measures. I have no disposition to travel over 
this ground again. Had the abolitionists been 
left to pursue their object with the freedom 
which is guarantied to them by our civil insti- 
tutions ; had they been resisted only by those 
weapons of reason, rebuke, reprobation which 
the laws allow, I should have no inducement 
to speak of them again either in praise or cen- 
sure. But the violence of their adversaries 
has driven them to a new position. Aboli- 
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tionism forms an era in our history, if we con- 
sider the means by which it has been opposed. 
Deliberate, systematic efforts have been made 
not here or there, but far and wide, to 
wrest from its adherents that liberty of speech 
and the press, which our fathers asserted unto 
blood, and which our national and state gov- 
ernments are pledged to protect as our most 
sacred right. Its most conspicuous advo- 
cates have been hunted and stoned, its meet- 
ings scattered, its presses broken up, and 
nothing but the patience, constancy, and in- 
trepidity of its members, has saved it from 
extinction. The abolitionists then not only 
appear in the character of champions of the 
colored race. In their persons the most sacred 
rights of the white man and the free man have 
been assailed. They are sufferers for the 
liberty of thought, speech, and the press ; and 
in maintaining this liberty amidst insult and 
violence they deserve a place among its most 
honored defenders. In this character I shall 
now speak of them. 

In* regard to the methods adopted by the 
abolitionists of promoting emancipation, I 
might find much to censure ; but when I re- 
gard their firm, fearless assertion of the rights 
of free discussion, of speech and the press, I 
look on them with unmixed respect. I see 
nothing to blame, and much to admire. To 
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them has been committed the most important 
bulwark of liberty, and they have acquitted 
themselves of the trust like men and Chris- 
tians. No violence has driven them from their 
post. Whilst in obedience to conscience, they 
have refrained from opposing force to force, 
they have still persevered amidst menace and 
insult, in bearing their testimony against 
wrong, in giving utterance to their deep con- 
victions. Of such men, I do not hesitate to 
say, that they have rendered to freedom a more 
essential service, than any body of men 
among us. The defenders of freedom are not 
those, v/ho claim and exercise rights which no 
one assails, or who win shouts of applause by 
well turned compliments to liberty in the days 
of her triumph. They are those, who stand 
up for rights which mobs, conspiracies, or sin- 
gle tyrants put in jeopardy ; who contend for 
liberty in that particular form, which is threat- 
ened at the moment by the many or the few. 
To the abolitionists this honor belongs. The 
first systematic effort to strip the citizen of 
freedom of speech they have met with invin- 
cible resolution. From niy heart I thank 
them. I am myself their debtor. I am not 
sure, that I should this moment write in safety, 
had they shrunk from the conflict, had they 
shut their lips, imposed silence on tMeir presses, 
and hid themselves before their ferocious as- 
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sailants. I know not where these outrages 
would have stopped, had they not met resis- 
tance from their fii >t destined victims. The 
newspaper press, with a few exceptions, utter- 
ed no genuine indignant rebuke of the wrong- 
doers, but rather countenanced by its gentle 
censures the reign of Force. The mass of the 
people looked supinely on this new tyranny, 
under which a portion of their fellow-citizens 
seemed to be sinking. A tone of denunciation 
was beginning to proscribe all discussion of 
slavery ; and had the spirit of violence, which 
selected associations as its first objects, suc- 
ceeded in this preparatory enterprise, it might 
have been easily turned against any and every 
individual, who might presume to agitate the 
unwelcome subject. It is hard to say, to what . 
outrage the fettered press of the country might 
not have been reconciled. I thank the aboli- 
tionists, that in this evil dav, thev were true 
to the rights which the multitude were ready 
to betray. Their purpose to suffer, to die, 
rather than surrender their dearest liberties, 
taught the lawless, that they had a foe to con- 
tend With, whom it was not safe to press, 
whilst, like all manly appeals, it called forth 
reflection and sympathy in the better portion 
of the community. In the name of freedom 
and humanity, I thank them. Through their 
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courage, the violence, which might have fur- 
nished a precedent fatal to freedom, is to be- 
come, I trust, a warning to tlie lawless of the 
folly as well as crime of attempting to crush 
opinion by Force. 

Of all powers, the last to be entrusted to the 
multitude of men, is that of determining what 
questions shall be discussed. The greatest 
truths are often the most unpopular and exas- 
perating ; and were they to be denied discus- 
sion j till the many should be ready to accept 
them, they would never establish themselves 
in the general mind. The progress of society 
depends on nothing more, than on the expo- 
sure of time-sanctioned abuses, which cannot 
be touched without offending multitudes, than 
on the promulgation of principles, which are 
in advance of public sentiment and practice, 
and which are consequently at war with the 
habits, prejudices, and immediate interests of 
large classes of the community. Of conse- 
quence, the multitude, if once allowed to dic- 
tate or proscribe subjects of discussion, would 
strike society with spiritual blindness, and 
death. The world is to be carried forward by 
truth, which at first offends, which wins its 
way by degrees, which the many hate and 
would rejoice to crush. The right of free 
discussion is therefore to be guarded by the 
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friends of mankind, with peculiar jealousy. 
It is at once the most sacred, and the most 
endangered of all our rights. He who would 
rob his neighbour of it, should have a mark 
set on him as the worst enemy of freedom. 

I do not know that our history contains a 
page, more disgraceful to us as freemen, than 
that which records the violences against the 
abolitionists. As a people, we are chargeable 
with other and worse misdeeds, but none so 
flagrantly op})Osed to the spirit of liberty, the 
very spirit of our institutions, and of which 
we make our chief boast. Who, let me ask, 
are the men, whose offences are so aggravated, 
that they must be denied the protection ',f the 
laws, and be given up to the worst passions of 
the multitude ? Are they profligate in prin- 
ciple and life, teachers of impious or servile 
doctrines, the enemies of God and their race ? 
I speak not from vague rumor, but from better 
means of knowledge, when I say, that a body 
of men and women, more blameless than the 
abolitionists in their various relations, or more 
disposed to adopt a rigid construction of the 
Christian precepts, cannot be found among us. 
Of their judiciousness and wisdom, I do not 
speak; but I believe, they yield to no party in 
moral worth. Their great crime, and one, 
which in this land of liberty is to be punished 



12 



above all crimes, is this, that they carry the 
doctrine of human equality to its full extent, 
that they plead vehemently for the oppressed, 
that they assail wrong-doing however sanc- 
tioned by opinion or entrenched behind wealth 
and power, that their zeal for human rights is 
without measure, that they associate them- 
selves fervently with the Christians and phi- 
lanthropists of other countries against the worst 
relic of barbarous times. Such is the offence, 
against which mobs are arrayed, and which is 
counted so flagrant, that a summary justice, 
too indignant to wait for the tardy progress 
of tribunals, must take the punishment into 
its own hands. 

How strange in a free country, that the men, 
from whom the hberty of speech is to be torn, 
are those who use it in pleading for freedom, 
who devote themselves to the vindication of 
human rights! What a spectacle is presented 
to the world by a republic, in which sentence 
of proscription is passed on citizens, who la- 
bor, by addressing men's consciences, to en- 
force the truth, that slavery is the greatest of 
wrongs! Through the civilized world, the 
best and greatest men are bearing joint witness 
against slavery. Christians of all denomina- 
tions and conditions, rich and poor, learned 
and ignorant, are bound in a holy league 
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against this most degrading form of oppres- 
sion. But in free America, the language which 
despots tolerate, must not be heard. One 
would think, that freemen might be pardoned, 
if the view of fellow-creatures stripped of all 
human rijihts should move them to vehemence 
of speech. But whilst on all other subjects, 
the deeply stirred feelings may overflow in 
earnest remonstrance, on slavery the freemen 
must speak in whispers, or pay the penalty of 
persecution for the natural utterance of strong 
emotion. 

I am aware, that the outrages on the aboli- 
tionists are justified or palliated by various 
considerations ; nor is this surprising ; for when 
did violence ever want excuse? It is said, 
that abolitionism tends to stir ud insurrection 
at the South, and to dissolve the Union. Of 
all pretences for resorting to lawless force, the 
most dangerous is the tendency of measures or 
opinions. Almost all men see ruinous tenden- 
cies in whatever opposes their particular inter- 
ests or views. All the political parties, which 
have convulsed our country, have seen ten- 
dencies to national destruction in the principles 
of their opponents. So infinite are the con- 
nexions and consequences of human affairs, 
that nothing can be done in which some dan- 
gerous tendency may not be detected. There 
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is a tendency in arguments against any old 
establishment to unsettle all institutions, be- 
cause all hang together. There is a tendency 
in the laying bare of deep-rooted abuses to 
throw a community into a storm. Liberty 
tends to licentiousness, government to despot- 
ism. Exclude all enterprises which may have 
evil results, and human life will stagnate. Wise 
men are not easily deterred by difficulties and 
perils from a course of action, which promises 
great good. Especially when justice and hu- 
manity cry aloud for the removal of an enor- 
mous social evil, it is unworthy of men and 
Christians to let the imagination run riot 
among possible dangers, instead of rousing 
every energy of mind to study how the evil 
may be taken away, and the perils, which ac- 
company beneficial changes, may be escaped. 

As to the charge brought against the aboli- 
tionists of stirring up insurrection at the South, 
1 have never met the shadow of a proof 
that this nefarious project was meditated by a 
single member of their body. The accusation 
is repelled by their characters and principles 
as well as by facts ; nor can I easily conceive 
of a sane man giving it belief As to the 
" tendency " of their measures to this result^ 
it is such only as we have seen to belong to 
all human affairs, and such as may easily be 
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guarded against. The truth is, that any expo- 
sition of Slavery, no matter from whom it 
may come, may chance to favor revolt. It 
may chance to fall into the hands of a fanatic, 
who may think himself summoned by Heaven 
to remove violently this great wrong ; or it 
may happen to reach the hut of some intelli- 
gent daring slave, who may think himself call- 
ed to be the avenger of his race. All things 
are possible. A casual, innocent remark in 
conversation, may put wild projects into the 
unbalanced or disordered mind of some hearer. 
Must we then live in perpetual silence ? Do 
such chances make it our duty to shut our 
lips on the subject of an enormous wrong, and 
never to send from the press a reprobation of 
the evil ? The truth is, that the great danger 
to the slave-holder comes from slavery itself, 
from the silent innovations of time, from po- 
litical conflicts and convulsions, and not from 
the writings of strangers, I readily grant that 
the abolitionists, in consequence of their num- 
ber and their systematic and public efforts, are 
more likely to be heard of by the slave, than 
a solitary individual who espouses his cause. 
But when I consider, how steadily they have 
condemned the resort to force on the part of 
the oppressed ; when I consider what power 
the master possesses of excluding incendiary 
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influences, if such are threatened from abroad ; 
when I remember, that ciurins: the late un- 
paralleled excitement at the South, not a 
symptom of revolt appeared; and when to all 
this, I add the strongly manifested purpose of 
the free states to put forth their power, if re- 
quired, for the suppression of insurrection, it 
seems to me that none but the most delicate 
nerves can be disturbed by the movements of 
the abolitionists. Can any man, who has a 
sense of character, affect to believe, that the 
tendency of abolitionism to stir up a servile 
war is so palpable and resistless, as to require 
the immediate application of Force for its sup- 
pression, as to demand the substitution of mobs 
for the action of law, as to justify the violation 
of the most sacred right of the citizen ? 

As to the other charge, that the measures of 
the abolitionists endanger our National Union, 
aiid must therefore be pnt down bv anv and 
every means, it is weaker than the former. 
Against whom has not this charge been hurl- 
ed ? What party among us has not been loaded 
with this reproach ? Do not we at the North 
almost unanimously believe, that the spirit and 
measures of Nullification have a direct and 
immediate tendency to dissolve the Union? 
But are we therefore authorized to silence the 
nullifier by violence ? Should a leader of that 
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party travel among us, is he to be mobbed ? 
Let me farther ask, how is it, that the aboli- 
tionists endanger the Union ? The only reply, 
which I have heard is, that they exasperate 
the South. And is it a crime to exasperate 
men ? Who then so criminal as the Founder 
and primitive teachers of our faith ? Have we 
yet to learn, thai in cases of exasperation, the 
blame is as apt to he with those who take, as 
with those who occasion offence ? How strange 
the doctrine, that men are to be proscribed for 
uttering language which gives offence, are to 
be oiniawed for putting their neighbours into 
a passion ! Let it also be considered, that the 
abolitionists are not the only people who exas- 
perate the South. Can the calmest book be 
written on Slavery, without producing the 
same effect ? Can the Chief Justice of Massa- 
chusetts expound the constitution and laws of 
that commonwealth according to their free 
spirit, and of course in opposition to Slavery, 
without awakening indignation ? Is not the 
doctrine, that Congress has the right of putting 
an end to Slavery in the District of Columbia, 
denounced as fiercely as the writings and ha- 
rangues of abolitionists? Whefe then shall mobs 
stop, if the crime of exasperating the South is so 
heinous as to deserve their vengeance ? If the 
philanthropist and Christian must be silenced 
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on the subject of Slavery, lest they wound 
the sensitive ears of the South, ought the 
judge and legislator to be spared ? Who does 
not see, that these apologies for lawless force, 
if they have any validity, will bring every 
good man under its iron sway ? 

In these remarks you learn my abhorrence 
of the violence offered to the abolitionists, and 
my admiration of the spirit they have opposed 
to it. May they vindicate to the end the rights 
which in their persons have been outraged. 
Allow me now to express my earnest desire 
and hope, that the abolitionists will maintain 
the liberty of speech and the press, not only 
by asserting it firmly, but by using it wisely, 
deliberately, generously, and under the control 
of the severest moral princi];le. It is my ear- 
nest desire, that they will exercise it in the 
spirit of Christians and philanthropists, with a 
supreme love of truth, without passion or bit- 
terness, and without that fanaticism which 
cannot discern the true proportions of things, 
which exaggerates or distorts whatever favors 
or conflicts with its end, which sees no good- 
ness except in its own ranks, which shuts it- 
self up in one object and is blind to all besides. 
Liberty suffers from nothing more, than from 
licentiousness, and I fear that abolitionists are 
not to be absolved from this abuse of it. It 
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seems to me that they are particularly open to 
one reproach. Their writings have been blem- 
ished by a spirit of intolerance, sweeping cen- 
sure, and rash, injurious judgment. I do not 
mean to bring this charge against all their 
publications. Yours, as far as I have seen 
them, are an honorable exception ; and others, 
I know, deserve the same praise. But aboli- 
tionism, in the main, has spoken in an intoler- 
ant tone, and in this way has repelled many 
good minds, given great advantage to its oppo- 
nents, and diminished the energy and effect of 
its appeals. I should rejoice to see it purified 
from this stain. 

Abolitionism seems to me to have been in- 
tolerant towards the slave-holders, and towards 
those in the free states, who oppose them, or 
who refuse to take part in their measures. I 
say, first, towards the slave-holder. The 
aboliiiuuist has not spoken, and cannot speak 
against slavery too strongly. No language 
can exceed the enormity of the wrong. But 
tho whole class of slave-holders often meets a 
treatment in anti-slavery publications which is 
felt to be unjust, and is certainly unwise. We 
always injure ourselves, in placing our adver* 
sary on the footing of an injured man. One 
groundless charge helps him to repel many 
which are true. There is indeed a portion of 
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slave-holders who deserve the severest rep- 
robation. In every such community, there are 
many who hold their fellow creatures in bond- 
age for gain, for mere gain. They perpetuate 
this odious system not reluctantly, but from 
choice ; not because the public safety compels 
them, as they think, to act the part of despots, 
but because they love despotism, and count 
money their supreme good. Provided they 
can be supported in ease and indulgence, can 
be pampered and enriched, they care not for 
the means. They care not what wrongs or 
£itrjpes are inflicted, what sweat is extorted, 
what powers of the immortal soul are crushed. 
For such men no rebuke can be too severe. 
If any vehemence of language can pierce their 
consciences, let it be used. The man who 
holds slaves for gain is, in effect, though 
unconsciously, the worst of robbers; for he 
selfishly robs his fellow-creatures not only 
of their property, but of themselves. Ke 
is the worst of tyrants, for whilst absolute 
governments spoil men of civil, he strips them 
of personal rights. But I do not, cannot be- 
lieve, that the majority of slave-holders are of 
the character now described. I believe that 
the majority, could they be persuaded of the 
consistency of emancipation with the well- 
being of the colored race and with social order. 
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would relinquish their hold on the slave, and 
sacrifice their imagined property in him to the 
claims of justice and humanity. They shriiik 
from emancipation, because it seems to them a 
precipice. Having seen the colored man con- 
tinually dependent on foreign guidance and 
control, they think him incapable of providing 
for himself. Having seen the laboring clasB 
kept down by force, they feel as if the removal 
of this restraint would be a signal to univer- 
sal lawlessness and crime. That such opin- 
ions absolve from all blame those who perpet- 
uate slavery, I do not say. That they are 
often strengthened by the self-interest of the 
master, I cannot doubt ; for we see men every- 
where grasping and defending doctrines which 
confirm their property and power. I acknowl- 
edge too, that the ready, unhesitating acqui- 
escence of the slave-holder in such loose no- 
tions, especially at the present moment, is a 
bad symptom. In the present age, when a 
flood of light has been thrown on the evils of 
slavery, and when the whole civilized world 
cries out against it as the greatest of wrongs ; 
and in this country, where the doctrine of 
human rights has been expounded by the pro- 
foundest minds, and sealed with the best blood, 
a fearful responsibility is assumed by masters, 
who, pronouncing emancipation hopeless, 
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make no serious, anxious inquiry after the 
means of accomplishing it, and no serious 
effort to remove the supposed unfitness of the 
slave for freedom. Still, while there is much 
to be condemned in the prevalent opinions and 
feelings at the South, we have no warrant for 
denying to all slave-holders moral and reli- 
gious excellence. The whole history of the 
world shows us, that a culpable blindness in 
regard to one class of obligations may con- 
sist with a sincere reverence for religious and 
moral principles, as far as they are understood. 
In estimating men's characters, we must never 
forget the disadvantages under which they 
labor. Slavery, upheld, as it is at the South, 
by the deepest prejudices of education, by the 
sanction of laws, by the prescription of ages, 
and by real difficulties attending emancipation, 
cannot easily be viev/ed in that region as it 
appears to more distant and impartial observ- 
ers. The hatefulness of the system ought to 
be strongly exposed, and it cannot be exposed 
too strongly ; but this hatefulness must not be 
attached to all who sustain slavery. There 
. are pure and generous spirits at the South, and 
they are to be honored the more for the sore 
trials amidst which their virtues have gained 
strength. The abolitionists, in their zeal, 
seem to have overlooked these truths in a great 
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degree, and by their intolerance towards the 
slave-holder, have awakened towards him 
sympathy rather than indignation, and weak- 
ened the effect of their just invectives against 
the system which he upholds. 

I think, too, that they are chargeable with a 
like intolerance towards those in the free states, 
who oppose them, or who refuse to participate 
in their operations. They have been apt to 
set dowKi opposition to themselves as equiva- 
lent to attachment to slavery. Regarding 
their own dogmas as the only true faith, and 
making their own zeal the standard of a true 
interest in the oppressed, they have been apt 
to cast scornful looks and reproaches on those 
who have spoken in doubt or displeasure of 
their movements. This has made them many 
foes. They have been too belligerent to make 
friends. I do not mean in these remarks, that 
the abolitionists have had nothing to blame in 
their opponents. Among these, are not a few 
deserving severe reprehension, and I have no 
desire to shield them from it. But the great 
mass, who have refused to take part in the 
anti-slavery movement, have been governed 
by pure motives. If they have erred, they 
have not erred willingly, or from the influence 
of low and servile passions. They have con- 
sequently been wronged by the treatment they 



24 



have received at the hands of abolitionists, 
and men are not brought over by wrongs to a 
good cause. 

I have said that I have no desire to shield the 
unworthy among ourselves. We have those, 
whose opposition to abolitionism has been 
wicked, and merits reprobation. Such are to 
be found in all classes, forming indeed a mi- 
nority in each, yet numerous enough to de- 
serve attention and to do much liarm. — Such 
are to be found in what is called the highest 
class of society, that is, among the rich and 
fashionable ; and the cause is obvious. The 
rich and fashionable belong to the same caste 
with the slave-holder; and men are apt to sym- 
pathise with their own caste more readily than 
with those beneath them. The slave is too 
low, too vulgar, to awaken interest in those, 
who at)hor vulgarity niore than oppression and 
crime, and who found all their self-admiration 
on the rank they occupy in the social scale. 
Far be it from me to charge on the rich or 
fashionable, as a class, this^ moral degradation ; 
but among them are the worshippers of high 
(Jegree, who would think their dignity soiled, 
by touching the cause of a menial, degraded 
race, and who load its advocates with ridicule 
And $corn. 
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Then, in the conrimercial class, there are 
unworthy opposers of abolitionism. '^I'here 
are those, whose interests rouse them to with- 
stand every movement, which may offend the 
South. They have profitable connexions with 
the slave-holder, which must not be endanger- 
ed by expressions of sympathy with the slave. 
Gain is their God, and they sacrifice on this 
altar without compunction the rights and hap- 
piness of their fellow-creatures. To such, the 
philanthropy, which would break every chain, 
is fanaticism, or a pretence. Nothing in their 
own souls helps them to comprehend the fer- 
vor of men, who feel for the wronged, and who 
hazard property and life in exposing the wrong. 
Your "Narrative of the riotous Proceedings at 
Cincinnati " shows to what a fearful extent 
the spirit of humanity, justice, and freedom 
may be supplanted by the accursed lust of 
gain. This, however, cannot surprise us. Our 
prose lit civilization is characterized and taint- 
ed by a devouring greediness of wealth ; and 
a cause, which asserts right against wealth, 
must stir up bitter opposition, especially in 
cities where this divinity is most adored. 
Every large city will furnish those, who 
would sooner rivet the chain on the slave than 
lose a commission, or retrench an expenditure. 
I would on no account intimate, that such men 
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constitute the majority of the commercial 
class. I rejoice to know that a more honor- 
able spirit prevails in the community which 
falls more immediately under my notice. Still, 
the passion for gain is everywhere sapping 
pure and generous feeling, and everywhere 
raises up bitter foes against any reform which 
may threaten to turn aside a stream of wealth. 
I sometimes feel, as if a great social revolution 
were necessary to break up onr present merce- 
nary civilization, in order that Christianity, 
now repelled by the almost universal worldli- 
ness, may come into new contact with the 
soul, and may reconstruct society after its own 
pure and disinterested principles. 

In another class, which contains many ex- 
cellent people, may also be found unworthy 
opposers of all anti-slavery movements. I 
refer to the Conservative class, to those who 
are tremblinglv alive to the spirit of innova- 
tion now abroad in the world, who have little 
or no faith in human progress, who are anxious 
to secure what is now gained rather than to 
gain more, to whom that watchword of the 
times, Reform, sounds like a knell. Among 
these are to be found individuals, who, from 
no benevolent interest in society, but simply 
because they have drawn high prizes in the 
lottery of life, are unwilling that the most 
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enormous abuses should be touched, lest the 
established order of things, so propitious to 
themselves, should be disturbed. A palsying, 
petrifying order, keeping things as they are, 
seems to them the Ideal of a perfect commu- 
nity, and they have no patience with the rude 
cry of reformers for the restoration of human 
beings to their long-lost rights. 

1 will only add the politicians, as another 
class, which has furnished selfish assailants of 
abolitionism. Among our politicians are men, 
who regard public life as a charmed circle into 
which moral principle must not enter, who 
know no law but expediency, who are prepar- 
ed to kiss the feet of the South for Southern 
votes, and who stand ready to echo all the 
vituperations of the slave-holder against the 
active enemies of slavery in the free States. 

For these various descriptions of selfish op- 
ponents of abolitionism, I make no apology. 
Let them be visited with just rebuke. But 
they, after all, form but a small part of that 
great body in the free states, who look on the 
present anti-slavery movement with distrust 
and disapprobation. The vast majority in the 
free states,. who refuse communion with you, 
are not actuated by base considerations. The 
fear of a servile war, the fear of political con- 
vulsions, a perception of the difficulties of 
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great ijocial changes, self-distrust, a dread of 
rasliuess, these, and the like motives, have 
great influence in deterring multitudes from 
giving their countenance to what seem to 
them violent movements for the abolition of 
slavery. That a culpable insensibility to the 
evils and wrongs of this nefarious institution 
is too common in the class of which I now 
speak, I do not mean to deny. Still, how 
vast a proportion of the intelligence, virtue, and 
piety of the country is to be found in their 
ranks! To speak of them slightly, contempt- 
ouosiy, bitterly, is to do great wrong, and such 
speaking, I fear, has brought much reproach on 
abolitionism. 

The motives which have induced me to 

make this long communication to you will not, 
I trust, be misunderstood. I earnestly desire, 
my dear Sir, that you and your associates will 
hold fast thft riahf nf frpp discn.ssion hv snftfich 
and the press, and, at the same time, that you 
will exercise it as Christians, and as friends of 
your race. That you. Sir, will not fail in 
these duties, I rejoice to believe. Accept my 
humble tribute of respect and admiration for 
your disinterestedt>ess, for your faithfulness to 
your convictions, under the pecQliar sacrifices 
to which you have been called. It is my 
prayer, that by calm, fearless perseverance in 
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well-doing you may guide and incite many to 
a like virtue. 

It may be said, that it is easy for one, living, 
as I do, at a distance from danger, living in 
prosperity and ease, to preach exposure and 
suffering to you and your friends. I can only 
say in reply, that I lay down no rule for oth- 
ers, which I do not feel to be binding on my- 
self. What I should do in the hour of peril 
may be uncertain ; but what I ought to do is 
plain. What I desire to do, is known to the 
Searcher of all hearts. It is my earnest desire, 
tiiat prosperity may not unnerve me, that no 
suffering may shake my constancy in a cause 
which my heart approves. I sometimes in- 
deed fear for myself, when I think of untried 
persecutions. I know not what weaknesses 
the presence of great danger may call forth. 
But in my most deliberate moments, I see 
nothing worth living for, but the divine virtue 
which endures and surrenders all things for 
truth, duty, and mankind. I look on re- 
proach, poverty, persecution, and death, as 
light evils compared with unfaithfulness to 
pure and generous principles, to the spirit of 
Christ, and to the will of God. W^ith these 
impressions, I ought not to be deterred by self-* 
distrust, or by my distance from danger, from 
summoning and cheering others to conflict 
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with evil. Ciiristianity, as I regard it, is de- 
signed throughout to fortify us for this war- 
fare. Its great lesson is self-sacrifice. Its 
distinguishing spirit is Divine Philanthropy 
suffering on the cross. The Cross, the Cross, 
this is the badge and standard of our religion. 
I honor all who bear it.. I look with scorn on 
the selfish greatness of this world, and with 
pity on the most gifted and prosperous in the 
struggle for office and power ; but I look with 
reverence on the obscurest man, who suffers 
for the right, who is true to a good but perse- 
cuted cause. 

With these sentiments, 

I subscribe myself 

Your sincere friend, 

WILLIAM E. CHANNING. 
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NOTE. 



As the preceding letter was prepar^^d for a 
newspaper, I was obliged, by the narrowness 
of my limits, to pass over some topics, on 
which I should have been glad to offer a few 
remarks. — In expressing my conviction of the 
moral worth of the abolitionists, I wished to 
say, that they are in danger, as a body, of for- 
feiting this praise. Let them gather numbers 
and strength, and they may be expected to 
degenerate. The danger is greater, now that 
they liave begun to add the ballot box, or po- 
litical action, to their other modes of operation. 
It is one of the evils attending associations and 
an argument against them, that by growing 
popular, they attract to themselves unworthy 
members, lose their original simplicity of pur- 
pose, become aspiring, and fall more and more 
under the control of popular leaders. In- 
triguers will never be wanting to press them, 
if possible, into the service of one or another 
of the great parties which divide the country, 
and by becoming political machines, they only 
increase the confusion of public affairs. 

I have spoken in the letter of " the fettered 
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press " of the country, a subject of much moral 
interest. The newspaper press is fettered 
among us by its dependence on subscribers, 
among whom there are not a few intolerant 
enough to withdraw their patronage, if an 
editor give publicity to articles which contra- 
dict their cherished opinions, or shock their 
party prejudices, or seem to clash wiih their 
interests. In such a state of things, few news- 
papers can be expected to afford to an unpopular 
individual or party, however philanthropic 
or irreproachable, an opportunity of being 
heard by the public. Editors engage in their 
vocation like other men for a support ; and 
communications, which will thin their sub- 
scription lists, will of course find little favor 
at their hands. Much reproach is sometimes 
thrown on them for their want of moral inde* 
pendence ; but the root of the evil lies in the 
intolerance of the community. One result of 
this state of things is, that the newspaper 
press fails of one of its chief duties, which is to 
stem corrupt opinion, to stay the excesses of 
popular passions. It generally swells, seldom 
arrests, the violence of the multitude. The 
very subjects, on which the public mind may 
most need to be reformed, are most likely to be 
excluded from its columns. Another evil re- 
sult is, the increase of the number and violence 
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of parties. Conscientious men, who cannot 
obtain a hearing through the common news- 
papers, are compelled to league for the support 
of papers of their own, and in speaking through 
these organs, they are tempted to an extrava- 
gance and bitterness which they would have 
shunned, had they used other vehicles. I have 
understood that a principal cause of the forma- 
tion of the anti-masonic party was the fact, 
that, after the abduction and murder of Morgan, 
most of our editors shrunk from exposing the 
alrociousness of that outrage, lest they should 
lose their masonic subscribers. It may be 
doubted, whether abolitionism would have 
taken the form of organized and affiliated so- 
cieties, if the subject of slavery could have 
been discussed in the common papers with the 
same freedom as other topics. That abolition- 
ism has ov/cd not a little of its asperity to its 
having been proscribed from the beginning, 
and to its having been denied the common 
modes of addressing the public mind, I can- 
not doubt. Toleration seems to be the last 
virtue which individuals or communities 
learn. 'One would think, that experience had 
sufficiently taught men, that persecution is not 
the way to put down opinions. The selfish 
may indeed be disheartened by opposition ; 
but conscientious men are strengthened by it 

3 



34 



in their convictions. Persecution drives and 
knits them together ; and when formed into a 
party by this bond, their zeal becomes more 
intense, tlieir prejudices more inveterate, their 
opinions more extravagant, their means more 
violent, than if they had continued to be scat- 
tered through the community. If abolitionism 
should convulse the country, as some seem to 
fear, a large share of the blame will belong to 
that intolerance, which has heaped on the 
most respectable men every epithet of scorn 
and vituperation, and has driv^cn them to as- 
sume a separate and belligerent attitude in the 
community. 

I cannot easily conceive of a greater good to 
a city, than the establishment of a newspaper 
by men of superior ability and moral inde- 
pendence, who should judge all parties and 
public measures by the standard of the Cliris- 
tian law, who should uncompromisingly speak 
the trath and adhere to the Pvight, who 
should make it their steady aim to form a just 
and lofty public sentiment, and who should 
at the same time give to upright and honor- 
able men an opportunity of making known 
their opinions on matters of general interest, 
however opposed to the opinions and passions 
of the day. In the present stage of society, 
when newspapers form the reading of all 
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classes, and the chief reading of mnltitudcs, 
the importance of the daily press cannot be 
overrated. It is one of the mightiest instru- 
ments at work among us. It may and should 
take rank among the most effoctnal means of 
social order and improvement. It is a power, 
which should be wielded by the best minds in 
the community. The office of editor is one of 
solemn responsibility, and the community 
should cncoura2:e the most cifted and virtuous 
men to assume it, by liberally recompensing 
their labor, and by according to them that 
freedom of thought and speech, without 
which no mind puts forth all ils vigor, and 
which the highest minus rank among their 
dearest riijhts and blessings. 

In speaking of the unworthy opponents of 
Abolitionism in the preceding letter, I pro- 
posed to say something of those unhappy men, 
who, in one part of our country, have pro- 
claimed Slavery to bo a good, a domestic 
blessing, and an essential support or condition 
of free institutions. But I felt, that I could 
not easily speak on this point in measured 
terms ; and in such cases I prefer silence, unlesi 
a clear conviction of duty forbids it. Happily 
this detestable doctrine needs no efibrt to 
expose it ; for it carries its refutation in its own 
absurdity, and in ils repugnance to all moral 
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and religions feeling. The Southern Statei 
would be grievously wronged by being madt 
responsible for this insane estimate of Slavery. 
It is confined, I trust, to a small number, who 
have been hardy enough to set at defiance the 
judgment of the Christian and civilized world, 
and whom nothing but oblivion can screen 
from that condemning sentence, which future 
times will pass more and more sternly on the 
advocates of oppression, on the foes of freedom 
and human rights. 



